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      Elizabeth

      
        
        
        9/11.

        Horror fills the streets of New York City.

        She fights her way toward the burning twin towers.

        She has to get to work.

        Her husband will kill her if she blows this job.

        Literally.

        Fear crawls up her spine as she is pushed farther from the destruction.

        She has no cell service.

        The towers collapse.

        She is supposed to be inside.

        She. Is. Supposed. To. Be. Inside…

        No one knows she’s not at work…

        Now is her chance to escape.

        He can never hurt her again.

        She is dead.

      

      

      

      Alan

      
        
        
        He’s sworn off women.

        All they care about is spending his money and running his life.

        Besides, opening his own law firm out of his home is keeping him busy.

        Hiring a cleaning lady is a necessity.

        However, he’s unprepared for the timid woman who shows up at his door.

        She tugs at his heart.

        She’s not like anyone else he’s dated.

        She doesn’t care about his money.

        But, she has secrets.

        So many skeletons.

        Her past is chasing her.

        Her demons are in the way.

        She won’t let him help.

        She’s worth the effort though.

        He just needs to be patient.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      8:45 a.m., September 11, 2001

      

      Elizabeth Martin balanced the cardboard tray of specialty coffees with both hands, adjusting the bag of bagels beneath her left arm. With her gaze focused on the precarious burden of steaming hot cups, she turned to back through the glass door that exited the coffee shop onto the bustling New York City street.

      Beth stepped out into the gorgeous day, blew her bangs off her forehead, and glanced down to ensure all lids were secure. She lifted her face toward the Twin Towers, specifically the South Tower, and squinted into the sun glaring off the side of the massive building. It was only a two-block walk, but seemed so much farther every time she made this trek for her boss, Andrew Thurman. The attempt to hurry down the busy sidewalk and not drop or spill anything was like wandering through a giant maze of cornstalks...blindfolded. Not that she could disagree that the best bagels in town came from Rob’s Deli.

      Suddenly, a piercing shriek rent through the sky.

      What the hell?

      A woman’s scream and her outstretched arm forced Beth’s gaze upward. As an enormous explosion tore a gaping hole high up on the North Tower, she released the tray she held and yanked her hands up to cover her mouth. Glued to the scene unfolding above her, she hardly noticed the burn as hot coffee splashed against her bare legs.

      An onslaught of pedestrians rushed out of shops to stare up at the sky in horror, bumping into her paralyzed frame and knocking her back against the cafe’s glass window.

      Beth reached to rub her eyes as though the horrific sight before her was in her imagination and could easily be erased if only she could break the spell.

      “Nooo,” she breathed.

      Her office was in the South Tower. Had her building been damaged by the concussion? Drawn instinctively toward the accident, she moved on leaded feet. One hesitant step forward, and then another, while her eyes never left the flames licking the side of the building. People scrambled past her in all directions, shell-shocked, some screaming, while others paused to gape in disbelief at the tower.

      In a trance-like state, she took in the terrified faces of those jockeying to get through the city street. Cars stopped wherever they were as motorists got out of them to see what was happening. Horns blared. Evidently, not all the drivers realized the reason for the holdup. It was surreal.

      I have to get to work...

      The thought came from out of nowhere. When a massive plume of smoke billowed out of the side of the North Tower, rapidly increasing in size, she shook herself to regain composure. Oh God, what was she thinking? So much damage. People had to have died. People she might know.

      A sense of urgency pushed her forward.

      Would she even be able to get to her office? The congestion of cars and pedestrians in the streets would make the trek difficult, even though she was only a few blocks away. But her boss was waiting on the coffee⁠—

      She jerked to a halt. Slowly Beth glanced down. Like a cut you don’t feel until you see the blood, red angry welts covering her ankles and shins began to throb. Then the burn across her sticky legs flared to life, stealing her breath. For a moment, she just stood there. All she could think about were the coworkers waiting on her. With no more money, she wouldn’t be able to replace the coffee. Who would be more pissed at her carelessness, her husband Matthew or his cousin Andrew, her boss? Either way, she was toast.

      Great. Nice way to start the day.

      Sirens filled the air, ringing in her ears to mix with the increased screams and honking horns. Startled into action, she headed forward.

      When a loud rumbling noise followed by another high-pitched squeal forced her gaze upward, she stop dead in her tracks. She covered her ears with her hands and watched in renewed horror as a second explosion shook the foundation beneath her feet.

      Oh my God. Was that...no, it couldn’t be...oh my God, a plane? A plane just crashed into the other tower. My tower.

      How could two incidences like this occur in such a short time?

      How far up was that? Had the explosion been as high as her office on the eighty-sixth floor? Her boss was in there. Oh my God. Hell, the entire company was in there.

      What was she supposed to do?

      The screams around her grew louder as more and more people emerged from the shops and stores in the area to watch the unfolding events. They stood huddled together. Some hugged one another. Unanswered questions swirled around her. What’s happening? Did you see that? Was that a plane? What should we do?

      She really needed to return to work. Right? How long would it take before she could get back in the building? Were fires burning in the buildings? She focused once again on her surroundings to gaze one by one into the faces of despair around her, many people crying in various states of disbelief. She was numb.

      Beth squeezed against the side of the nearest building, shaking. She had to grip the brick ledge below the windows to hold herself up, vaguely aware of the sill digging into her palms. All she could do was wait. She didn’t know whether to go forward or backward. To head away from her place of employment seemed...ludicrous. If she went home, how would she explain to Matthew why she wasn’t at work? He wouldn’t think a couple of explosions would be a sufficient reason to ditch the office today. How could she possibly abandon her work station? Her coworkers.

      Sirens wailed louder and louder around her, and emergency personnel of every variety came out of nowhere to rush in the direction of the burning buildings.

      Time went by. Minutes? Hours? She had no idea.

      Matthew. Her husband would assume she was at work in that tower. She needed to let him know where she was. That she was okay.

      Beth reached for her cell phone and pulled it out of the purse she had fortunately strapped over her opposite shoulder.

      No signal. She held it up higher, as if that would solve everything. Nothing. A quick look around confirmed others were doing the same thing.

      “Damn.” She shivered. Matthew would be furious for not being able to reach her. She had to find a phone.

      Policemen began to arrive. “Everyone move back. Please. Back away from the scene. Let us do our job. We need everyone to please move back.”

      “Miss? Ma’am? Are you all right? Are you injured?” Beth glanced up to see an officer trying to get her attention.

      “Sorry. Did you say something?” Goose bumps climbed up Beth’s arms.

      “You need to get back. Please move farther down the street away from the buildings.” The officer was waving in the direction he wanted her to retreat.

      Confusion clouded her ability to think. “I work in that building.” Beth pointed at the smoldering tower.

      “Ma’am, move away from this area. It isn’t safe. You won’t be able to get back into that building today. Go home. Get out of the street.” The officer walked away, turning toward a group of young people angling to get a closer look at the disaster. The air was growing thicker with smoke, and dozens of cameras flashed as spectators took shots of the destruction. Beth covered her mouth with her hand to keep from breathing in the mucky air.

      As soon as she found strength in her legs, she headed in the indicated direction. She moved slowly with the crowd, glancing back over her shoulder every few seconds like everyone else. Pedestrians bumped into each other with barely an apology. People occasionally grabbed her arm to steady themselves—strangers bonded together in tragedy. Everyone squished against each other, personal spaces forgotten. For almost an hour, she walked away from the scene, not making tremendous progress. Her legs ached, and she thanked God she was wearing flats.

      An astounding roar filled the air, a thundering noise so loud it pulsed through her body and forced Beth to cover her ears again. In slow motion, she turned to gaze up at the sky as the South Tower...collapsed? Like a house of cards, it folded in on itself. The gigantic skyscraper crumbled to the ground, drowning out all other sounds. It happened so fast and then it was...gone. As if it had never been there.

      God almighty. That’s my building. I’m supposed to be in there. Giant gulps of air filled her lungs. I would have died. My boss... Oh, God.

      The air filled with smoke. Day turned to night. A giant gray funnel cloud appeared in the sky where sunshine and blue had surrounded white, puffy, cotton-ball clouds only an hour ago. Debris with no place else to go was forced between the buildings like a giant wind storm in the desert, pelting her in the arms, shoulders, head. People screamed and shoved their way into whatever building they were closest to. The crowd swept Beth up with them, pushing her into the nearest store as she continued to look over her shoulder at the sight of the majestic office building, now reduced to rubble. All that was left was a plume of smoke so large it was hard to distinguish with certainty that the South Tower was now gone.

      Beth found herself smashed farther and farther back into a drugstore as the front windows imploded. Broken glass shot through the air and rained down all around them, tiny shards embedded in whatever was in their path. Thank God, her position in the back of the pack of people prevented her from being injured. The screams and shouts were so deafening her head started to throb. Soot filled the air around her. The world changed from colorful to completely gray. Everyone was covered with tiny pieces of pulverized cement, like ash, from head to toe. If there was anyone in the area she knew, she’d never be able to recognize them.

      She began to hyperventilate. Her breaths came in short, quick pants. Too many people crammed in a small area made the room stifling. As beads of sweat trickled between her breasts, she pulled her blouse up over her mouth to both filter the air and help her breathe.

      After several minutes, the chaos and volume of noise reduced somewhat. Crying and sniffling could be heard all around her. She seemed to be out of body, as though watching the scene from afar. A slight shove from behind yanked Beth back to the present, and she lifted her face and glanced back.

      “Sorry, ma’am. Can I get by you?” The blond man could only be about twenty years old. He nodded past her.

      Beth looked forward again, toward the door. She hadn’t realized she’d been angling slowly toward the exit. How much time had passed? Was it safe to go outside? They couldn’t very well stay inside the little store forever.

      Beth lowered her shirt from her mouth and replied, “Of course,” but instead of moving out of the way, she pushed through the heavy glass door and stepped out onto the sidewalk.

      She immediately covered her face with her hand and squinted into the particles falling all around her like a war zone. She pulled her blouse back over her mouth and nose. It couldn’t be good to inhale the flakey fallout. Vision almost nonexistent, she instinctively turned right with as much haste as the situation could afford.

      She should get as far away as fast as possible. Away from the gray dingy soot. She wished she could get away from her gray dingy life as well...

      Matthew would be pissed. He didn’t tolerate excuses, even this one. Her head continued to pound. By now, he would have heard about the tragedy. There would be hell to pay for not contacting him sooner. She hadn’t informed him she’d left the building to get coffee.

      Her hands shook as she reached into her purse for the cell phone once again. Nothing. Lord, she was in so much trouble.

      Oh...my...God...

      Beth stopped dead in her tracks and gazed through the throngs of people in the street as awareness dawned.

      Matthew thinks I’m in that rubble. I’m...dead.

      This is your chance. Run.
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      April 2004

      
      Alan McCarthy leaned forward over his elbows on the bar table. “Naw. I don’t want some random lady peeking in all the dark recesses of my bachelor pad.”

      Jake Randall, his best friend since seventh grade, laughed so hard he nearly choked on the beer in his mouth. His long hair hung across his eyes, practically covering them. “Man, I think they have some level of scruples they live by. And besides, wouldn’t it be worth it to have a clean place to live?” Jake looked around the table at their other two friends, Mark and Ryan.

      All four had met on Friday nights at Ike’s Bar and Grill since they graduated from law school. No woman, girlfriend, or wife was allowed to get in the way of Friday nights at Ike’s. Usually. “Don’t you guys agree?”

      “Wait,” Alan interrupted before anyone else could throw in their two cents, “are you saying my place is messy?” He glared around the table, daring any of them to agree.

      “Hardly.” Mark repressed a laugh, but his eyes gave him away. “There’s no way my house would be that clean if I wasn’t living with Anna. You win, hands down.” Mark’s girlfriend was by far Alan’s favorite of all the significant others. Why his friend didn’t up and marry her already was a mystery.

      “Alan, all I’m saying is that if you’re planning to start working from a home office, you want the place to be impeccable.” Jake leaned back and polished off the rest of his beer while he flagged down their usual waitress, Sharon, to bring another round.

      “Plus, you need to concentrate entirely on the business without having to worry about such things as toilet bowls and mops.” Ryan reached for a handful of pretzels and tossed them back into his mouth.

      “Easy for you to say. You’ve got a wife to clean up after your sloppy ass.” Alan could only imagine Justine running around behind Ryan trying to keep up with his crumbs.

      “Hey, no one’s stopping you from getting your own girlfriend.” Ryan plastered a huge smug smile on his face.

      “Right. That’s just what I need. Another woman around to tell me what to do, who to see, where to go. No thanks. I’m fine as a bachelor.” Recent history had not been nice to Alan. His last girlfriend, Claire, had put a ball and chain on him that squelched his free time to nearly nothing. She even imposed on Friday nights, and that was a giant faux pas. Thank God he hadn’t asked her to move in. Lord knows what she’d have done with his life in that event.

      Jake leaned forward. “Not all women are quite like ‘she who shall not be named.’ I think it’s time for you to get back out there. It’s been what? Six months?”

      “I’m good. The idea of a woman dictating my private life again makes me cringe.” Alan gave a fake chill and scrunched up his face in revolt. “Believe I’ll stick with TV dinners and quiet nights channel surfing for a while longer, but thanks.”

      Jake grabbed his new beer and took a swig. “Look, this isn’t about getting a girlfriend anyway. Just because you have one, doesn’t mean you can’t have a cleaning lady also.” Jake sneered at Ryan. “Meredith works, and we have a cleaning lady come every week. I’m tellin’ ya, man, don’t knock it ’til you try it. Let me give you her number, and you can see if she has any free days. Try it a few times, and I promise you’ll be hooked.”
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        * * *

      

      Liz Parker—she rarely ever thought of herself as a Beth anymore—juggled two plastic grocery bags over one wrist while jiggling her apartment key in the lock. The damn doorknob had never worked properly in the two and a half years she’d been living there, but she was so incredibly thankful to be a free woman she never dreamed of complaining to the apartment manager. Mary Ann was kind of a busybody anyway. The less she knew about Liz, the better. Her landlord allowed her to pay in cash every month, and Liz intended to keep that boat from rocking.

      With an exasperated huff, Liz set her bags and purse on the concrete slab that served as a narrow balcony to the row of second floor apartments and braced herself against the ghastly orange door with her right shoulder. With both hands free, she could usually jiggle the knob just right to get the key to turn and allow her entry.

      Soft laughter to her left made Liz look up and smile at her neighbor, Dorenda Ikeman.

      “Door giving you grief again?” She grinned at Liz’s efforts. “I don’t know why you don’t make Mary Ann switch that thing out for you. You’ve struggled with it since the day you moved in. Obviously it isn’t keyed quite right.” Dory chomped loudly on a big wad of pink bubblegum, which was better than the usual cigarette hanging from her lips.

      Liz sighed and relaxed her arms for a moment. “I’m too embarrassed to find out it’s user error,” she lied with what she hoped was a convincing chuckle. Under the radar was Liz’s only motto.

      “I seriously doubt that, chickadee.” Dory blew a huge bubble, popping it with a snap, before she leaned against her doorframe. “By the way, I’m glad I caught you. Do you have any free days you could pick up another client? One of mine gave my number to a friend, but I’m booked solid right now.”

      Dory had been a godsend when Liz first arrived in the small town outside Minneapolis. She’d selected the city purely at random when she left the Big Apple, and the coincidence of moving in next door to someone willing to help her find a job defied logic. They’d been friendly ever since, although Liz was completely aware that Dory would love them to be closer. Liz preferred to keep to herself and not run the risk of getting so involved with anyone she’d find herself needing to lie to in order to keep her past a secret. It was too risky. How long she could keep this up, she wasn’t sure. But she saved every spare dime she made to enable her to move again and maybe get a house somewhere else. She hoped to live her life comfortably in some small country town where Matthew would never find her.

      “As it happens,” she looked up at Dory’s weathered face, “I have Mondays free. My Monday client just transferred to another city. It was a shame too. They paid well, didn’t complain much, and gave good bonuses at holidays.” Liz shook her head in dismay over the loss. It hadn’t helped out with the savings at all. Perhaps this new client would be a perfect way to fill the hole.

      “Great.” Dory dug around in her “purse.” It was really more of an oversized bag. How the hell she ever found anything in there was a mystery. “I wrote his number on a gum wrapper...”

      Of course she did. Liz stared at the top of Dory’s bleach blonde head while she waited.

      “Ah, here it is.” The tiny wrinkled pink wrapper was barely legible when Dory reached out with her long slender fingers to hand it to Liz, her hot pink nails in contrast with Liz’s dull short ones.

      “What’s his name?” Liz squinted at the scrawled letters on the scrap.

      “Alex...or maybe it was Alan. Yes, Alan.” Dory pushed into her apartment. “Gotta run. Hot date in fifteen.”

      “Okay. Thanks for the referral. I’ll give him a call.” Alone again, Liz resumed the wiggling and jiggling of her key until the door finally gave way and let her in.

      On a huge exhale, she meandered with her precarious sacks through the door and kicked it shut. She dropped the bags right inside before she collapsed onto her threadbare sofa. She leaned her head back and stared up at the water-stained ceiling, exhausted. Not the kind of physical tired a person feels after jogging a mile, simply worn out from the stress of feeling like she was on the run every day.

      Even after two and half years, she couldn’t stop wondering if someone had seen her at the coffee shop. Or on the street? What if Andrew didn’t die that day? What if he was one of the few people who’d escaped the building and then told Matthew she hadn’t even been there? But no, Liz knew that couldn’t be true. She’d seen the list of the dead many times. Andrew Thurman was on it. The only glitch in that line of thinking was that Elizabeth Martin was also on it. Still, how could she be sure?

      Besides, even if Andrew had died in the tragedy, Matthew was so pig-headed he probably wouldn’t accept that his “Beth” was gone too. He’d either be searching for some proof or trying to torment her in the grave for dying on him.

      Liz rehashed her steps following that fateful day for the millionth time. Again, to reassure herself that no one could possibly know she’d escaped.

      Moving had been difficult when she’d left the little drug store. Debris covered the sidewalks and streets as though an atomic bomb had deployed. Briefly, Beth considered what it must have been like in Hiroshima or Nagasaki in the nineteen forties.

      Losing count of the blocks, Beth put one foot in front of the other, grateful for the hated flats that protected her feet from the broken glass littering the ground. Small favors. Matthew insisted on her wearing the ugly shoes to keep people from gawking at her legs. Somehow, it was always her fault if someone glanced her way. Dressed in what her husband chose, she certainly never attracted anyone’s attention.

      After what seemed like hours, Beth stopped walking and looked around. The air improved the farther she trudged from the chaos. Looking back, she saw only gray clouds in the sky. She remembered the scene like it was yesterday and it gave her a new chill every time she thought of it.

      A nice little old lady named Martha Shields approached her on the street. She must have been a sight and terribly confused by then. The sweet woman ushered her into her brownstone, let her clean up, gave her some fresh clothes and a pair of sneakers, fed her a mouthwatering stew, and let her sleep off her stupor on her sofa. Without her help, Beth had no idea how she would’ve escaped New York. She’d had no money and no way to get any.

      Without explaining herself in the least, Beth had left the kind woman’s flat the next morning, fed, refreshed, and ready to leave her past behind. But the best thing she’d acquired while staying overnight with Martha was the two hundred dollars the woman pressed into her palm.

      Shocked speechless, Beth stared into Martha’s warm friendly eyes with tears in her own.

      “It’s all right, dear. I don’t know how, but somehow I know you need this worse than I do...now go.” With that, Martha gently pushed Beth out into the world and on to her new life.

      Getting out of the city and halfway across the country had been extremely difficult and took several days. Transportation had been at a standstill. Beth spent the better part of twenty-four hours in a bus station waiting for any available bus heading west. Once she managed to find one, she carefully went from station to station across the northern states until she literally ran out of money. And that was the end of “Beth.” A new life meant a new identity. The name Liz suited her perfectly. Common. Generic.

      The first thing she did after stepping off the bus in Minneapolis, Minnesota, was head for a pawn shop. The only thing Liz had of any value was her wedding ring, and she didn’t care if she ever saw it again.

      It wasn’t hard to find a pawn shop in the part of town she found herself in. Without flinching, she’d pulled the ring off and handed it to the manager.

      He barely did more than nod before turning his bald head down to peek through the tiny magnifying glass he held up to his right eye. He saw this sort of thing every day—desperate people selling whatever they could to stay alive.

      “Ma’am, I hate to break this to ya, but this is fake. The diamond I mean. It’s cubic zirconia.”

      Liz stared at him, stunned. Fake?

      “There must be a mistake...” Liz stammered. How was she going to live? Where would she get money?

      “I’m sorry. You could take it to another shop if you want, but they’re going to tell you the same thing.” He paused and stared at her with only a tiny amount of sympathy playing across his face. He also saw this sort of thing every day. “The gold is worth something, of course. I could weigh it for you and give you a quote if you want.”

      The ring meant nothing to her. Absolutely nothing. In fact, she never wanted to see it again or have it weighing down her left hand even if he gave her two dollars for it. “Fine.”

      Now what was she going to do? Liz glanced down at herself, her purse, her borrowed sneakers. Her loose sweat pants. Her dirty T-shirt from three days of wearing the same outfit. She gasped and reached up to twist her earrings. Her mother’s earrings. They were always on her. She never took them off. Surely her mother’s diamonds were fake also. She’d never considered otherwise. Especially considering her mother hadn’t “given” her anything at all. They’d been the only thing Liz had taken from her mother’s apartment after she died.

      “Worth about two hundred dollars.” The owner handed the ring back to her. His hand was almost black from handling jewelry and working with filthy objects all day. His nails were embedded with grime that would never come out. He was probably much younger than he appeared. Did his line of work make a man prematurely age? Hard to imagine what sort of people came in there each day. Liz shivered and thanked God no one was in there right now.

      “How about these?” Slowly, Liz removed first one earring, then the next. The ring
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